The Eiffel Tower's 20,000 lights were switched off at the beginning of the month to mark the launch in Paris of a long-awaited report from climate scientists on the evidence now amassing about global warming.
The report on the science of global warming written by researchers on the UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), is based on research mostly already published, but aims to add to the growing calls for action to tackle the problem that threatens environments around the globe.
Such a boost comes at a critical time as negotiations on a new international agreement to significantly curb greenhouse gas emissions are currently stalled, but they must make progress this year for any new treaty to come into force by 2012, when the first phase of the existing Kyoto protocol expires. Analysts say any delay could be a disaster for emerging carbon markets, one of the key preferred solutions to bring down the bulk of emissions.
Rajendra Pachauri, the IPCC chairman, told reporters: I hope this report will shock people and
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governments "into taking more serious action as you really can't get a more authentic and more credible piece of scientific work. So I hope this will be taken for what it is worth. There are a lot of signs and evidence in this report which clearly establish not only the fact that climate change is taking place, but also that it is really human activity that is influencing that change."
The major contents of the report have been an open secret since the US government posted a draft on the internet last April, a move which angered some climate scientists because it seemed to breach the strict confidentiality code that surrounds the IPCC process. But the US said it wanted
Hazy: Smog over Los Angeles may be familiar but researchers are increasingly convinced human activities are driving climate change with implications for many global environments. (Picture: Florian Maderspacher.) as many people as possible to comment.
The report says that it is "highly unlikely (<5%)" that observed warming and ice loss are due to natural factors, and that human activity will increase global temperatures, sea levels and extreme weather events in the coming decades. Estimates vary depending on different emission scenarios, but they predict temperatures could increase by as much as 5.8ºC by 2100. The most likely emission scenario will see sea levels rise by 0.14 to 0.43 metres by 2100, but it could be more.
Crucially, the report points out that a lag in the global climate system means that average temperatures will continue to rise by 0.1ºC a decade even if all sources of emissions were frozen today. And it says various positive feedback effects -such as forests, oceans and soil becoming less able to absorb carbon dioxide -could contribute another 1.2ºC of warming by the end of the century. An unexpected surge in atmospheric carbon dioxide levels recorded since 2001 has triggered fears that such feedbacks may already be kicking in.
In some respects the final report is more conservative than some scientists wanted. Some studies have suggested that a doubling of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere over pre-industrial levels could force temperatures up by as much as 11ºC, which suggests climate is much more sensitive to human interference than was thought. The report says that the most likely warming under this scenario is 3ºC, but it acknowledges that higher figures cannot be ruled out.
The report raises the prospect of severe melting of Arctic ice this century and the Greenland ice sheet over the next few hundred years, but dismisses the speculation that a change in Atlantic currents could drive the effect the Gulf Stream has and push Europe into a new Ice Age. Increased global warming will swamp any such effects, the report says. The much colder Antarctic ice sheet is predicted to grow with increased snowfall until 2100, offsetting about 0.1 metre of sea level rise.
Richard Betts, a climate expert at the UK's Meteorological Office and one of the senior authors of the report said: "This is the culmination of three years' work. It's the first major report since 2001 and sets up the next five years, so it will be a very important document."
This science report is the first of three major IPCC reports this year: similarly substantial analyses of the impact and possible solutions will follow in April and May, respectively. The full three reports will then finally be prepared in November for key UN climate change talks in Indonesia.
Catherine Pearce, international climate campaigner with Friends of the Earth, says that the next 12 months are a critical phase. "We can no longer afford to ignore the growing and compelling warnings from the world's leading experts. Further delays in agreements at the international level are unacceptable in the light of these findings. As well as national action, governments around the world should be working together to secure urgent agreement."
